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ABSTRACT :

‘ Based on Daniel Fader's-:-philosophy that "pleasure and
enthusiasm must be the first (and at times the only) goal of an
English teacher," this paper discusses the use of best sellers and
current literature in remedial and freshman English classes. Best
sellers vere used as the basis for class discussion and provided
topics for themes in the.remedial classes. In the freghman .English
classes, best sellers were included in the list of books/to be used
as a basis for the research paper in an attempt to detefmine whether
high interest level, low.readability, level books motjvated students

"toward fuller research and -better writing. Furthermore, the
instructor tested the readability level of the' books using Rudolph

.Flescl's "Reading Ease" Formula and the Fry Test of Readability..
Table 1 listsjspe books a¥ed in the freshman.English course and

provides grade’level equivalents for each using the-Flesch formula.
Table 2.contains Fry's graph for estimating reading levels and Table
3 demonstrates an analysis of a 100 word text using the Flesch
Readability ‘'scale. (LL) ' ‘ \L\ ;o
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Best -Sellers as a Rcsearch\Tool: High Interest, Lo Readability -Level

. [

°

It all began when I became hooked on Hooked on Books, ad'English program
' - —— ] ) b )

LI «

originally devised by Danicl Fader for the W. J. Maxey Boys' Traihiné School in

Whitmore Lake, Michigan. , It was Fall, 1971, and I was desligning a course for a

~ remedial, non-baccalatreate credit«English class at Columbus College., Dr. Fader

M A

made several recommendations concerning:the philosophy of an English.class. The

fl:ft is "that the approach to lltorature be social rather than 1lterary._} i

found myself agreeing‘w:th his premise that 'pleasure and enthusiasm must be the

first (and at times the only) goal of an English teacher #2  The important é&

)

question, he notes, is "What will they read?' and not_'what should they.read?' .

Ir Leachers of English view themselves flrst ‘d's purveyors*éq pleasure rather

-

than as instructors in sk1]1 they may find that étlll will also flourish whe1c

* )

pleasure has been cultivated."3 , o o . ’-_ o,

Armed with this philosophy, I asked my remedial class how many had seen the
movie "Love Story." Sighs of pleasurc as hands shot into the air.” I then .

o

instructed them to borrow or buy ‘a paperback copy of the book’ahd.read it within

the next two weeks. Interestimgly enough, most chose to purchaSe the book, and

“

carrylng a non-textbook, ff1 currentvbest seller, seemed to enhance their self-
o
-

image. Keep in mlnd\thaL these were studgnts who had been refused admlttance
into our baccalaureate Rrogram;. The discussion of the book two weeks later was

-

on, enthuslgstic one, We\movcd the chairs into' a cirg@e and talked the entire -

-

fifty minute class perlod plus. Even the formerly quiet ones joined in as thef

argued such points as 'Was ‘the father, Oliver BarretL, entlrcly at fau1t9 Did

'
-

the son really try to communicate? Would Oliver. havc shown groater love seeklng

R

. ’ » . .
finanical aid from his father so thaL'Jenny wouldn't have had to work:.so hard?"

Students were ]oud and passxonatc in Lh01r dcfonsc of the young people, or

o

surprisinqu, in some cases, in their defense of the father. They took pr1de in

- o ., ’ - . " '2
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. opinions wlth'textualjproof. There was little groaning then when at tha next

better writing? Being a member of the inching, not plunging into the wate

" used as a basis for the research paper. And I noticed some scattered but

*for future tf&ss use. One young woman, seeing me on campus the week after the

~ A : . ’ .
» course, thanked me for helping her socjally., It seems she:attended a party and

sayihg, "I'm right. Just look on Shge ...." They could actually defend their

class meeting I asked them to read_anq&her book and this time to write about

o ¥

it. The second bo;r_was selected from a list of former or presgent best sellers,

and their writing gssignment was based on the mdtivatlon of the protagonist, or .

"What made him tick?" The clast” showed qufte_a bit of insight as influepceé

coN
~ .

such as environment, parents, close friends were“hoted. The papers showed a

. ' B X L
maturity of thought as well as expression. ) e T
'5, ©» AN

. Alfnrighﬁ, a.remedial EnglisﬁﬁflaSS.had read more enth 'iésticaliy and

had written not only more willingly, but more competeatly. Whak

N

hnd‘codid I apply the lesson to my f;eshman,English claéscs? Cne
requirements of Cdmmuni;ations 102'(F§F§hman Eﬁgiish) at Columbus Col ge is
the writ}ﬁg Qf-a‘fesearéh'paper. ‘Would having students.rehq high inte l
;evglk iow readability 1éve1 bobks>motivate ;ﬁem toward fuller reséarch)g

> \

scbool, I began by ipcluding a fcﬁ/bgst sellers in my list of books to be

interesting results. First of all, tp& équents who chose the best sellers

. o ‘ o _
enjoyed reading what was current. Those’ chosing the same booﬁ began arriving
N . . . - ' kg ¢ .
a fcw minutes before ﬁﬁass and d&schssing various aspects of/ﬁhevbook. Later
. . i - [y ’ '

~in the quarter Vonnegut's Breakfast gi Champions Wwas both defended and attacked
ney! > 2 _ _

., . . .

in two Qnthgsiagtic, welltresearched papers, and I stored Breakfast in my mind

' -

.

Y

found herself joining in a discussion.op bo ks. She had read one of the authors

4

C A - ! ' .
being bandied about and had heard of several of the others throlgh her classmates'

discussions. While she did admit faking greater knowlédge than she. actually
¢ .‘ . . n. . . by

possessed, she felt’ great about her mgdicum

f knowiedge.‘
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‘And again I echoed Dr. Fadexr's feelings, this time during a discussibﬁ of
movie vs. book. Dr. Fader wrote of a student at the bottom of a large city

"tenth grade who- excitedly told a classmate, "I don't care if you seen the movie.

You got to read the book . "4 Thankfully, my student's comment waB expressed more

+
» _

gramméticaliy, but equally as énthusiastiéaily. The boBkrwéégjaﬁé; Diéﬂéijéﬁ
Egliygzéﬂgg. One boy had just said ﬁe had seen the movie and he asked was the
book different. The other student responded '"Oh, yés. In the movie yqé‘diﬂn't
réally understand why the men take thg;canoe trip. In the book the characteﬁ;
qpé mo}ovfully developed;"You.understand them and what drives‘thew." Once
/égge I mentally stored a book foflu;é in another fresﬁmag classl

LA
August, 1975. Preparation for another sexies of freshman_comvosition

-

courses. Why not bresent them with a book list culled entirely from-best seller™ =»-

lists and paperback best seller lists? 1 coﬁsulted The'Reader's Digeét 1975

~ °

ﬁlmgggg and The Bowker Annual of Library and Book Trade Information, 1974.ed1t10n,

for best sellers of the immediate past - and The'ﬁ;_z;_Times Book Réview for current

best-sellers, both in hard cever and paperback. I barticularly vanted the majority
of the books to be obtainable in paperback, as I felt most of the students would

prefor'owoipg an inexpensive paperback to borrowing a hardback from the iibrary.
* [}

Time proved me right although I found severdl students ins}sted on purchasing

the, more expensive hardback edition of their books. 1 also deliberatelf‘dld not
have our campus bookstore order“the books. A literary camaraderic was cstablished |
as students would inform one another concerning the whercabouts of the books.

\ \
il

"You:}cading The War Between the Tates? Waldenbook's got it."

The books 1 selected for my freshman ecomposition are listed in Table 1. I

will admit to manipulating my findings so that the list in part\reflects my otn
. »

’

leisure readinﬁ, My project, of course, afforded me a wonder ful\opportunity
for guilt [tree reading of the tjpe my town friends were dqing.‘ Ygu will notice

the grade level equivalent assigned to each book on the list. As X prepared the

L3 . ) - Y

2 - . 4 N

-




=3

A SSSS"””TGT””BBBEEEEEESSHEHHSESSHHHEE”E”’SSBHEBBBS . o N I
: , \ . Satlof, 4.

i

.. : C gk

.

; \J "
list, T became curfous. TIsknew by virtue of the fact that the books wgre best

- w \ . - ‘
sellers,’pnrficularly the paqgrback best sellers, that they must have high

‘interest level, but T wondered about their actual readability level. Consulting

onc of our instructors in the remedzal program, I found that there are severél
L) -
readability formulas which can.provide objective measurements of the difficulty

.
.

of reading materials. VWhen I found out that our computer could handle and
apply Rudolph Flesch's "Reading Ease' Formula, I jubilantly fed passages from -

the rovels into the computer and awaited the results. Now, upon what criteria

[y

is his test predicated? According to Flesch, Bteviﬁy is the key“concqpt:,the

fewer the syllables pér word and the fewer the words per sentence, the lower

-

the readability level. Thus, if you were to utilize his fofmula, without the
/

aid of a computer, you would count the number of syllables in each 100-word

- .

passage you were sampling. Record the number of syllables per hundred words. .
Next count the number:of sentences in the 100 word passage. Then -compute the
number of words per sentence in the passage. Record this number. By drawing

a diagonal line from the number in the,words—per—éentcnce column to the 4

43XLLQRAE§“PEE"IQQQEQEQ§ column, you will arrive at a Reading-Ease Score which

can be converted to a grade level equivalent. .

. N0

Information on the Flesch tést can be found in Dr. Flesch's book Ehgvézg

of Readable Writing published by Harper & Brothers in 1949. s Should you be

interested in a test to determine readability, and should you prefer an

-

alternate test, Table 2 contains the Fry Test with both directions and a

-

graph for estimating readability. I found it is a-simple test to administen"
- o
without the aid of a computer. - N 1;; . .
’ Iy " \\ \1 L]
I mentioned a 100 word passage, but concerned that one sample might not
be typical of the whole book, I chéév'two 100 word passages, using/pages 75 and

1580 in each ﬁo@bl] ‘Of course, éctuélly all thatyI had to do was silect the 100

wvord passages and type the words onto computer cards. Our computer
A . . - ;

[ :

Q

.
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the rest and grovideﬂ me with the summary results for the two samples; Table.

3 demonstrates an analysis of a 100 wofd text. Note that the anaiﬁ%is includeé

the distributioh~of words by syllables{ the number of sentences, number of

i

iw0rds, number of sylléblés, average sentenc¢ length, average syllables per
word, as well as the Flesch Index, Dale Index, and GraderLevel‘Equivaient.

Not included in the Flesch Test but also q}ovided By our computer was a total

i -

. ’ . !/
vocabulary per passage and the ratio to gbtal words in text. This variable was

added to GMSTAR by a colleague at ColquuskCollege, James Chappell. " The GMSTAR
‘ /' " ) ] . ] '
Program itself, which is an acronym for/General Motors Computerized Simple

!
/

Test Approash for Readability, was adoﬁted,for use in our system by another

colleague, Dr. John R. Talburt. GMSTAR is in the public domain.
. \ A

Of course both the Flesch and the Fry tests are restricted meégh{ements.

«

’ +

The tests, for- instance, cannot take into consideration factors such as allusions

wvhich might be obscure to the genenél reader, the referential quality of words,
. i 4

s s .
the lack of transitions, or the sophistication of the plot. Updike's A Month
: ' . ’ -

of Sundays, for inStance,-I felt was in actuality more difficult than the

~ seventh grade level assigned to it, and "bizarre,” found in one passage ftom

The Seven Per Cent Solution, while a-two syllable word, is not a common

vocabulary item. The Flesch "Reading Ease" formﬁla, however, does assigﬁ the
. . { .

‘approximate level of difficulty and does so objec;ively. Incidentally, the

3

state of Pennsylvania, beginning in 1975, now requires that‘aﬁto—%gsurancc
policies must rate a minimum of 40 on the Flesch Readability ‘Scale, which is
still rated as difficult reading material. ®Rudolph Flesch wonld like to see

the pglicies rate a 60 on his scale, the level of\Sports Illustrated or the

N. Y. Daily News:*‘ . . . : L
T - ]

Fortified with the knowledge that books were accessible, iqﬁgresting,

and readable on my student's level, I handed out the bdok list to my classes,

Many, of course, had seen the movie Jaws and some remarked that The Great

23
.

. % ‘ ' }
j 6

.
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. Train Robbery was being made into a movie. The books from the“first seemed

7; ', alive. A‘feﬁ studentsvpéd rcad.gggg and recommen@gdAic enthusiastically..
- Now I would- like to ssob here for a moment and digress. Yes, I know
Jaws is not the novel which answers an Engiish instrugtof'g'prayer, or \
. even warms her heart. But I.aiso know the vast majoxity of my students
afeIEQE English majors. They will never read a nével by Charles Dickens Jjust
for fun and relaxation. But they might include reading as one of their hobbies

- if they are not made to feel that contemporary best selling novels are just

a cut above skin picture magazines. I was pa%ticulariy delighted to_léarn

at. the end of each quarter that several students hgq gone On to read a

sccond novel on the list. a

. ]

Meanwhile back at the classroom--after the students had exhausted tgﬁdr
. . f
classmates' meager knowledge of. the books, ‘they asked me what the novels were
: ' y

“about. I fed them one-line bait from the N. Y. Times, such as Tinker, Tailor,

Soldier, Sky: "Bginish super spy quits retirement to track down his Soviet

counterpart" or The Summer Before the Dark: "Realistic story of a 45-year old

wife and mother who suddenly finds herself not needed and attempts a new life-

style." 1If these one-liners sound like promotions for T.V. detective stories

and soap operas, fine. One of my goalé was to wean them from the idea that

\ T.V. is the only enjoyable medium. And I wanted them to—nétice the books * = ...
¢ .
\ ) in the4drug‘store, the ones above the Penthouse shelf.

Now to move from current best sellers to magazines which are read for their

words. 1In:fact, one of the strongest arguments for using best sellers as the

’ .
N
)

basis for research papers is that students are %ntnoduced to exitical

writing in curyent periodicals. -I?\;Bu happen to teach in ‘an urban college,
‘such as mine, or in any college which has a fairly open admissjons pdlicy,
. . N . . o ,

- ask your class to write down, unsigned, what periodicals they read-at all-not
N L3 » g N . . .

v

just with regularity. Evéﬁ'allowing for those who do read, and these who .
o ' . . S




" be found on microfilm, microfiche, or periodicals which cannot be checked out,

your colleagues, not as long as you kéep deleting; keep adding, and keep

Saflof, 7. -

1

will fake it, you might be'surprised.. Thué, unlike books .reviewed solely in 4

.
3."

scholarly journals or in other generation's magazines,.bestdgellers can.serve
as a springboard into periodiéals wvhich are easier to read because of their |
.style, and more interesting to freshmen becaguse of their currency.A Incidentally, ¢

here are some spin*off benefits for frazzled nerves: Since all research will

. _ . V , .
you will never hear the complaint, "I couldn't do my research. All the books
. ‘ . A .

on A Farewell to Arms are alrehdy checked out." And while I cannot promise

ou that your students won't copy material from these peri dicals,,i cant
y y _ % ,

guarantee you will never_reéd transposed Monarch;orfCliff Notes again. You
. : " ,
\J

will also never encounter recycfg;'Papers of former students, Jyour own or ' //f— o

4
feading. And the easily available re§earch material keeps steadilyf}n step

il

in magakineéjwhich run the gamut from Atlantic and The N. Y. Times to Time
-, .

énd Newsweek. Best sellers, then, provide high interest 1éve1,blow readability
level primary sources, the student has iee&ay'in choosing'his secondary sources,

"and with his changing attitude toward reading, hopefully there is also a

changing attitude toward writing.




. _ © Table 1 o | - 7 -
) : The Grade Level Equivaleﬁf-das’;rrived at by applying the Flesch “Readingf;
Easea formula to two,K100-word passages taken from pages 75 and 150 in each a | "v<}'
_ .novel. ' ~ . » VR . 7 ) o s :?h nq>
. o s . B : : ) -t et
o : , a v . .
E Adams, Richards ’ Watership.Down = S 7.5 1 e
‘Baldwit, James o : If Beale Street éould Talk g » 6.7 . ,
Benchley, Péter, E Jaws ‘; \. - . " . _'5f3i L N
Crichton, Michael The Great Train Rbbbery . - ‘T - .'14.5 a
| | Le Carre;,iohn .. - Tinker,}Tailor, Soldiér, Spy ' ; . 8.@‘
‘ Lessing; Davis , Thé’Summer before.the Dark - L~ 9.8
Lurie, Alison - N The.War between the Tateé o L 18.3_
Macbonald, JohnnD. Tﬁe Dr;adful Lemon Sky . 4 ., _ 6.3
Meyéy, Nicholas ~ The Se;én\— Per - éent Solution . 8.4
Updike, John A Morith of Sundays - : _ . 7.0 >' -
Vonnegut, Kurt Breakfast of Champions ?‘ ‘ ) 7.9 | T
West, Jessamyn ¢ g The Massacre gE_FélliCteekv | , } - 6.7 i
: ~
. . | R
. | ’ ) ‘ . .
, . , .
J ’ L~ N
. - \:/ . I
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